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News Release

The University of Dayton

Sept. 28, 1993
Contact: Candace Stuart

LISTENING TO WORKERS AFFECTS PRODUCTIVITY,
SOMETIMES NEGATIVELY, SAYS UD STUDY
DAYTON, Ohio-- Bosses who lend employees an ear may find it is a sound
investment. According to a University of Dayton study, lower-level supervisors and managers
who feel their bosses listen to them are significantly more productive and motivated than
those who don't feel their voices are heard.
But the study, based on surveys done at a Dayton tool manufacturing company, also
showed some hourly workers who feel their bosses listen well are actually less likely to come
to work and are less productive.
"We were surprised to find supportive dimensions might actually. get in the way" of
performance and attendance, said communication Professor Teresa Thompson, who
collaborated on the project with Louis Cusella, a professor in UD's communication
department, and former graduate student Mary Stine.
"We speculated that being listened to might be threatening to some workers,"
Thompson said, because they perceived that by seeking input their bosses were involving
them in the decision-making process. The strain felt by these unwilling participants perhaps
affected their work performance and health, she said.
UD researchers looked for connections between perceived listening and performance
and motivation, analyzing those ties in top-down "mechanistic" work environments and the
more free-flowing "organic" work structures that encourage exchange among employees.
They broke listening into two styles, supportive listening and listening for accuracy, and
categorized employees in four groups, ranging from executives to hourly workers.
-overOFFICE OF PUBLIC RELATIONS
300 College Park Dayton, Ohio 45469-1679 (513) 229-3241 FAX: (513) 229-3063

Their results showed worker productivity and absenteeism varied, depending on. the
employee's ranking, the work structure and the bosses' listening style. Supervisors and
managers in organic structures who thought their bosses listened to them rated well in
performance and attendance. Hourly workers in mechanistic structures who believed their
bosses listened to them showed lower performance levels and higher absenteeism rates.
Employees, especially lower-level managers, responded more favorably to bosses who
listened for accuracy than to those who listened supportively, the researchers found.
Those who listen for accuracy are seeking information, while supportive listeners
concentrate on tone, emotion and understanding. "Listening for accuracy makes the employee
feel important because of the information that they carry," Stine said.
Stine, who runs her own communication consulting practice in Virginia, said the
results suggest ways workers will have to adapt as corporations streamline their operations,
requiring more input from their employees at all levels in increasingly competitive markets.
"They're just going to have to wake up and smell the coffee," said Stine. Just as
"supervisors can't get away with being autocratic the way they used to ... there's also a
responsibility on the part of the workers. They have to be willing to share their expertise and
not just sit back and wait for somebody to tell them what to do."
Businesses concerned with worker productivity should encourage supervisors to listen
to their subordinates, Thompson said. But she cautioned that, judging by the study results,
not all workers will react favorably. Encouraging worker input may threaten employees who
actually prefer being told what to do and shun responsibility and involvement.
A communication director for Mead Corp. in the 1980s, Stine proposed the listening
study for a research project while working on her master's degree at UD. Thompson will
present the group's findings at the Speech Communication Association's annual convention
on Nov. 19 in Miami.
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